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IS  A  WORKSHOP  FOR  YOU? 

A  workshop  is  a  structured  forum  where  people  are  invited 
to  work  together  in  a  group  (or  groups)  on  a  common 
problem  or  task.  The  goals  are  to  solve  problems  and 
build  consensus  for  action,  rather  than  simply  to  provide 
information  or  answer  people's  questions.  Participants  are 
typically  selected  for  their  knowledge,  expertise  and  cross- 
section  of  views.  Usually  limited  to  a  small  number  of 
participants,  a  workshop  is  best  run  by  a  "facilitator" 
who  animates  the  participants,  structures  their  discussion  , 

and  articulates  the  results  of  the  discussion.  i| 

A  workshop  can  help  you  meet  three  general  kinds  of 
objectives  in  your  public  consultation  program: 

•  Understanding  the  public 

i 
A  workshop  will  allow  you  to  hear  in  detail  the  views  and 

suggestions  of  participants. 

•  Discussing  the  issues 

You  and  other  participants  who  may  be  on  different  sides 
of  an  issue  can  hear  other  viewpoints  and  possible  solutions 
in  a  non-confrontational  atmosphere. 

•  Building  consensus  for  action 

An  extremely  effective  use  of  a  workshop  is  to  help  you 
develop  a  consensus  for  action.  A  workshop  encourages 
creativity.  Participants  can  have  a  free-flowing  discussion 
of  new  avenues  and  innovative  approaches  that  can  result 
in  a  group  decision  or  position. 
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SPECIAL  CONSIDERATIONS 


If  you  have  decided  to  hold  a  workshop: 

1.  Define  a  realistic  problem  or  challenge 
for  the  group. 

If  the  purpose  of  the  day  is  not  clear,  then  workshop 
participants  may  spend  too  much  time  trying  to  define  their 
challenge,  or  trying  to  promote  their  own  idea  of  what  the 
challenge  should  be.  If  your  objectives  are  not  realistic, 
then  you  risk  leaving  participants  with  a  sense  of  failure  or 
frustration  at  not  having  achieved  anything. 

2.  Use  an  experienced  workshop  facilitator. 

A  workshop's  success  can  depend  to  a  large  extent  on 
facilitation.  Your  facilitator  need  not  be  (and  likely  will 
not  be)  an  expert  in  the  subject  matter  of  the  workshop. 
However,  your  facilitator  must  have  excellent  interpersonal 
skills  to  animate  the  group,  spark  creative  ideas  and  yet 
keep  the  discussion  focused  on  your  primary  problem  or 
task. 

Depending  on  the  needs  of  your  public  consultation 
program,  you  may  need  a  facilitator  not  only  for  the  day 
of  the  workshop,  but  for  some  time  before  and  after,  as 
well.  Some  programs  require  the  services  of  a  facilitator 
several  weeks  prior  to  and  after  the  workshop.  In  these 
cases,  the  facilitator  is  responsible  for  organizing  the 
event,  contacting  participants  and  preparing  a  report 
on  the  workshop  proceedings. 

Unless  you  are  an  experienced,  trained  facilitator,  resist  the 
temptation  to  do  the  job  yourself.  Even  if  you  do  a  good 
job  of  it,  facilitating  will  keep  you  from  your  more  important 
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role  at  the  workshop,  that  of  the  "host"  who  is  an  active 
listener  and  observer. 

While  a  good  facilitator  is  important,  you  should  not  hand 
over  responsibility  for  the  workshop  to  the  facilitator. 
Remember,  the  workshop  is  yours,  and  the  facilitator  is 
there  to  serve  the  needs  of  the  consultation  activity. 
However,  to  use  your  facilitator  effectively,  you  must  be 
clear  about  your  expectations  for  the  workshop. 

3.  Select  participants  carefully. 

Selecting  the  right  mix  of  participants  is  important. 
You  may  want  either  a  range  of  viewpoints  and  interests 
represented,  or  people  with  a  relatively  common  set  of 
interests.  Think  about  who  should  be  there  to  obtain  a 
good  range  of  perspectives.  Ensure  that  your  participants 
understand  the  problem  and  are  prepared  to  work  on  the 
common  task. 

If  you  want  a  wide  range  of  interests  represented  at  your 
workshop,  become  familiar  with  the  different  opinions 
in  the  community.  Be  aware  of  the  potential  for  conflict 
among  different  groups.  Do  not  try  to  avoid  this  conflict, 
as  it  may  be  an  important  part  of  the  process  of  finding  a 
consensus. 


FIVE  STEPS  TO  A  SUCCESSFUL 
WORKSHOP 


Step  1:  Understand  Your  Objectives  and  Develop 
a  Workplan 

Use  the  ideas  and  guidelines  in  THE  GUIDE  to  make  sure 
that  a  workshop  is  the  most  effective  consultation  activity 
to  meet  your  needs. 

Consider  the  staff,  resources  and  time  you  have  available. 
Use  THE  CHECKLIST  Assign  tasks,  but  make  sure  that 
someone,  if  not  yourself,  is  responsible  for  overseeing  all 
stages  of  planning. 

Check  with  your  Project  Co-oidinator  in  the  Communications 
Branch  for  advice  and  assistance.  Consider  that  you  will  have 
to  give  participants  enough  notice  so  that  they  can  make 
the  time  on  their  schedules.  This  may  mean  that  you  have 
to  spend  time  on  the  telephone  with  various  participants, 
finding  a  suitable  date  for  everyone. 

Step  2:  Work  With  a  Facilitator 

The  working  relationship  you  establish  with  your  facilitator 
will  be  an  important  factor  in  determining  the  success  of  your 
workshop.  Ask  your  colleagues  and  Project  Co-ordinator 
to  recommend  experienced  facilitators. 

The  facilitator's  primary  job  is  to  be  a  catalyst  for  generating 
ideas.  The  facilitator  will  direct  people's  thinking  and  keep 
the  discussion  moving  so  that  the  group  can  develop  solutions 
or  recommendations.  Specific  facilitation  tasks  during  the 
workshop  include: 
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•  outlining  the  agenda  and  proposed  "rules  of  order" 
for  the  day 

•  bringing  out  the  concerns  and  ideas  of  all  participants 

•  clarifying  and  restating  ideas 

•  clustering  and  ordering  ideas 

•  articulating  proposals,  options  and  recommendations 

•  checking  frequently  with  you  to  ensure  that  people 
are  addressing  what  you  want  discussed 

Meet  with  your  facilitator  before  the  workshop.  Clearly 
express  your  objectives  for  the  workshop.  Clarify  the 
facilitator's  tasks:  do  the  tasks  go  beyond  running  the 
workshop  and  extend  to  organizing  the  event,  contacting 
participants  and  preparing  a  summary  report? 

The  facilitator  will  not  likely  be  an  expert  on  the  workshop's 
issue  or  problem.  Therefore,  you  will  need  to  provide  an 
orientation  to  the  key  issues,  constraints  and  perspectives 
related  to  the  problem.  Provide  relevant  background  reports. 

It  is  extremely  important  to  determine  "ground  rules"  for 
how  you  and  the  facilitator  will  work  together  during  the 
workshop.  Respect  the  facilitator's  experience  and  skills  in 
animating  discussion  and  articulating  options.  However, 
make  sure  you  manage  the  workshop.  Let  the  facilitator 
know  that  you  want  to  have  regular  opportunities  to 
respond  to  the  discussion. 

Clearly  state  that  you  expect  the  facilitator  will  not  take 
sides  or  become  actively  involved  in  the  debate. 

Anticipate  possible  problems  and  discuss  how  the  two  of 
you  might  respond.  What  if  several  participants  get  into  a 
shouting  match?  What  if  the  group  continually  drifts  off 
the  subject?  What  if  the  group  reaches  a  roadblock  before 
reaching  consensus  on  recommendations?  However,  you 
must  be  careful  not  to  undermine  the  facilitator's  role,  for 
example,  by  jumping  into  the  discussion  when  you  think 
participants  are  drifting  off  topic. 
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Step  3:  Schedule  the  Time  and  Location 

The  workshop  format  is  not  rigid.  You  will  be  able  to 
organize  the  best  approach  to  meet  your  circumstances  and 
needs.  Typically,  a  workshop  will  begin  in  the  morning  and 
run  the  entire  day,  and  perhaps  include  a  working  lunch. 
Workshops  running  a  day  and  a  half  or  two  days  are  not 
uncommon.  These  may  require  that  you  arrange  overnight 
accommodation  and  meals  for  participants.  Regardless  of 
the  duration,  make  sure  you  build  in  a  time  for  you,  your 
facilitator  and  the  participants  to  review  and  evaluate  the 
workshop. 

Location  and  setting  can  play  a  major  role  in  the  success  of 
your  workshop.  The  workshop  should  be  held  away  from 
everyone's  office,  so  that  no  one  is  distracted  by  work 
demands.  In  some  cases,  a  rural  or  secluded  site  can  help 
you  build  a  sense  of  teamwork  among  the  group,  and 
increase  the  productivity  of  the  workshop.  With  a  rural  site, 
you  may  have  to  arrange  transportation  for  participants.  In 
a  city  or  town  setting,  use  a  conference  centre,  community 
centre,  public  library  or  hotel  meeting  room.  Consider 
whether  participants  will  be  able  to  use  public  transit  or 
car  pooling. 

Be  sure  to  look  at  the  facility  before  you  book  it.  You  will 
want  the  chairs  to  be  comfortable  and  the  room  large  enough 
to  accommodate  the  number  of  invited  participants  "around 
the  table."  In  many  cases,  you  will  also  need  more  than 
one  room  to  accommodate  small  group  discussions. 

Step  4:  Invite  the  Participants  and  Prepare  Materials 

You  will  want  the  right  mix  of  perspectives  and  experiences 
to  generate  good  discussion  and  provide  you  with  ideas 
and  insightful  comments.  Think  about  who  should  be  at 
your  workshop  to  provide  this  mix.  In  some  cases,  you  will 
be  able  to  identify  individuals.  In  other  cases,  the  best  you 
can  do  is  to  identify  particular  groups  or  associations,  and 
then  let  the  groups  select  individuals  to  represent  them. 
Remember  that  the  size  of  the  workshop  can  vary  depending 
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on  your  issue  and  needs.  A  small  group  workshop  of  perhaps 
only  five  people  may  be  appropriate  for  a  localized  or  site- 
specific  problem.  For  more  complex  issues,  workshops  of 
up  to  100  people  may  be  required. 

Make  sure  each  prospective  participant  is  contacted 
informally  well  before  the  workshop,  either  by  you  or  your 
facilitator.  Outline  the  purpose  of  the  workshop  and  the 
general  approach  you  plan  to  take.  State  clearly  what  you 
expect  from  the  participants,  and  how  much  preparation 
they  will  need  to  do  before  the  workshop.  Clarify  logistical 
matters,  such  as  duration,  transportation  and  accommodation. 
Ask  if  they  have  any  questions.  Some  people,  for  example, 
will  want  to  know  who  else  you  have  invited. 

Once  people  have  agreed  to  participate,  follow  up  your 
informal  contacts  with  a  letter  of  invitation,  repeating  the 
key  messages  you  discussed  previously.  Send  out  at  least 
two  weeks  in  advance  any  materials  that  participants  will 
need  in  order  to  prepare. 

You  may  need  to  prepare  some  display  or  resource  materials 
for  the  workshop.  These  may  include  slides  or  overheads, 
flip  charts,  backgrounders,  explanation  of  tasks  and 
evaluation  sheets.  Generally,  displays  and  materials  used 
in  a  workshop  should  be  kept  simple.  Drafts,  hand-drawn 
sketches  or  outlines  should  be  used  to  invite  comment  and 
participation.  Materials  must  reflect  the  workshop's  creative 
problem-solving  approach.  Participants  are  there  to  build  a 
consensus,  not  respond  to  a  pre-determined  solution. 

Step  5:  Set  Up 

Use  THE  CHECKLIST.  Arrive  early  to  make  certain  the 
room  is  open,  a  sufficient  number  of  chairs  is  available, 
any  audio-visual  facilities  are  in  place,  and  any  food  and 
beverage  arrangements  are  in  order.  No  matter  the  workshop 
location  (even  if  it  is  well  known  within  the  community), 
make  sure  that  there  are  signs  directing  people  to  the 
room(s),  particularly  at  the  entrance  to  the  facility. 
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YOUR  ROLE 


Your  workshop  will  place  you  in  a  role  unlike  any  to  be 
found  in  other  consultation  activities:  that  of  a  "host"  to  a 
group  of  invited  people  who  are  there  to  work  on  a  problem 
you  have  set.  You  are  there  more  as  a  listener  than  as  an 
active  participant,  although,  as  discussed  below,  it  may  be 
appropriate  for  you  to  participate.  Another  twist  is  that  the 
activity  will  be  run,  for  the  most  part,  not  by  you  but  by  a 
facilitator. 

As  the  workshop  host,  you  are  responsible  for: 

•  Setting  the  challenge 

At  the  start  of  the  day,  you  must  re-state  the  problem  or 
challenge.  Your  explanation  need  not  be  long,  but  it  must 
be  clear  and  realistic.  Set  limits.  Provide  participants  with 
any  recent  developments  that  might  not  have  been  included 
in  your  letter  of  invitation  or  background  materials: 

**As  I  mentioned  to  each  of  you  on  the  phone  and  in 
my  letter,  if  we  can  leave  here  today  with  a  set  of  eight 
or  perhaps  ten  proposals  that  we  can  then  present  to 
people  at  a  public  meeting,  then  we  will  have  achieved 
a  great  deal.** 

•  Acknowledging  the  participants 

Participants  should  be  asked  to  introduce  themselves. 
If  your  workshop  is  too  large  to  do  this,  then  prepare  and 
distribute  a  list  of  participants'  names.  In  every  case,  all 
participants  should  wear  name  tags,  with  full  first  and  last 
names,  and  affiliation,  if  appropriate. 
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Thank  participants  in  advance  for  their  time  and  effort  in 
volunteering  to  help  you.  Introduce  the  facilitator.  Briefly 
explain  the  facilitator's  role,  and  then  "hand  over"  running 
of  the  workshop  to  the  facilitator. 

•  Keeping  the  group  on  course 

Throughout  the  workshop,  it  is  important  that  you 
communicate  well  with  your  facilitator  to  keep  the  group 
on  course.  Your  facilitator  should  check  with  you  to  ensure 
that  the  participants  are  remaining  focused  on  the  challenge 
and  are  providing  you  with  what  you  need.  This  will  give 
you  a  chance  to  reassure  participants  that  they  are  on  course, 
or  to  clarify  your  objectives  and  re-direct  the  discussion  if 
the  participants  are  drifting  into  other  topics. 

You  can  say  to  the  group: 

'Tm  finding  tliis  discussion  very  helpful.  I  think  it 
would  he  really  interesting  to  move  on  to  explore 
the  last  two  ideas  in  some  detail.  *' 

or: 

**These  are  good  ideas.  But  I  need  to  hear  more 
reaction  to  the  three  options  that  were  developed 
this  morning. " 

•  Responding  to  options 

You  may  be  called  upon  to  react  to  the  group's  discussion. 
Your  responses  must  be  carefully  considered.  An  extremely 
favourable  reply  may  imply  that  you  are  accepting  the 
solution,  which  may  heighten  expectations  for  action. 
A  strongly  negative  response,  on  the  other  hand,  could 
detract  from  the  momentum  of  the  group  and  lead  some 
group  members  to  withdraw  their  active  participation. 

If  the  facilitator  has  not  done  so,  be  sure  to  ask  for 
clarification  and  more  details,  and  make  sure  all  sides 
have  expressed  their  views. 
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You  might  say  to  the  participants: 

**That  seems  at  first  look  to  be  a  promising  area  for 
us  to  explore.  Fd  like  you  to  discuss  what  you  see  as 
the  implications  of  the  proposal. '' 

or: 

**LeVs  keep  that  one  on  the  board  and  not  throw  it 
out  Do  we  need  to  explore  its  impacts  a  little  more? 
Does  it  address  all  three  of  our  objectives?  It  may 
address  the  first  one,  but  Fm  not  sure  about  the 
other  twa  What  do  other  people  think?** 


•  Supporting  your  facilitator 

Having  established  the  ground  rules  with  your  facilitator  prior 
to  the  workshop,  you  will  need  to  support  the  facilitator 
throughout  the  day.  Take  advantage  of  coffee  breaks  to  let 
your  facilitator  know  how  you  see  the  discussion  evolving, 
and  if  you  think  any  changes  are  needed  in  the  way  the 
workshop  is  being  run. 

Your  unique  position  as  workshop  host  will  allow  you  to 
be  an  aaive  listener  and  observer.  While  the  facilitator  is 
busy  talking  directly  with  one  participant,  or  clustering 
ideas,  you  have  the  opportunity  to  observe  the  reactions 
of  all  the  participants.  If  the  facilitator  does  not  see  these 
reactions,  you  may  need  to  note  them.  You  will  have  to 
do  so  carefully,  however,  so  as  not  to  undermine  the 
facilitator's  role.  You  could  say,  for  example: 

**I  saw  a  lot  of  people  shaking  their  heads  during  the 
discusaon  of  this  option.  Can  we  go  back  to  that  for 
just  a  few  minutes?** 

or: 

**rm  sorry  to  interrupt,  but  Les  said  something  that*s 
important,  and  Fm  not  sure  I  fully  understand  it. 
Could  you  repeat  what  you  said,  please?** 
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•  Your  participation  in  the  discussion 

As  workshop  host,  you  can  also  serve  as  a  resource  person. 
However,  if  your  participation  is  limited,  you  may  want  to 
include  other  Ministry  staff  as  more  active  participants. 

If  you  have  a  useful  contribution  to  make  to  the  discussion, 
you  should  participate.  However,  you  should  be  careful  not 
to  jump  into  the  discussion  first,  nor  to  get  into  a  debate 
with  other  participants.  (No  "finger-pointing".) 

Remember,  the  primary  reason  you  are  holding  a  workshop 
is  to  hear  people's  views  and  proposals.  You  need  a  free- 
flowing  discussion,  and  you  need  to  recognize  when  that 
discussion  might  be  inhibited  by  frequent  comments  from 
the  host. 

•  Identifying  decisions  and  next  steps 

At  the  end  of  the  workshop,  you  or  more  likely  your 
facilitator  will  need  to  provide  a  summary  of  the  day. 
Check  with  the  participants  to  make  sure  all  have  a 
common  understanding  of  any  conclusions  and 
recommendations  made  by  the  group: 

"  . .  Those  appear  to  be  the  three  major  options  decided 
upon  today.  Does  anyone  have  any  comments  or 
changes?" 

If  you  needed  a  consensus  from  the  workshop  and  were 
unable  to  develop  one,  you  may  need  to  organize  one  or 
more  additional  workshops,  or  consider  other  consultation 
activities.  Ask  participants  for  their  advice. 

As  host,  you  should  have  the  final  word.  Remind  participants 
that  the  workshop  is  part  of  a  larger  consultation  program. 
State  how  the  results  of  the  workshop  are  to  be  used  in  later 
consultation  activities.  Identify  your  next  steps,  particularly 
any  obligation  to  inform  the  broader  public  of  the 
workshop's  results: 
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"Fm  sure  we*l]  all  agree  that  the  recommendations  need 
to  have  the  benefit  of  a  much  mder  public  discussion. 
I  intend  to  summarize  our  workshop  results  in  the  next 
newsletter,  and  ask  for  people  to  comment  on  them  at 
next  month's  regular  public  meeting.  *' 

To  help  you  evaluate  your  own  efforts  and  those  of  the 
facilitator,  ask  for  comments  on  any  and  all  aspects  of 
the  workshop's  planning  and  implementation.  Finally, 
thank  the  facilitator  and  the  participants  for  their  time 
and  efforts. 


•  Following  up 

Send  a  summary  of  the  workshop  results  to  all  participants 
as  soon  as  it  is  prepared.  Invite  their  comments  on  the 
summary  to  ensure  that  it  is  accurate  and  complete. 

When  sending  the  summary,  ensure  that  your  covering 
letter  outlines  the  next  steps  in  the  consultation  program. 
Note  if  these  steps  have  changed  since  you  discussed  them 
at  the  workshop.  Include  an  analysis  of  the  comments. 
Finally,  thank  them  again  for  their  efforts  and  tell  them 
that  you  will  keep  them  informed  of  progress  on  the  issue. 
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You  selected  a  workshop  to  help  meet  the  needs  of 
your  public  consultation  program.  Did  it  succeed?  Build 
evaluation  into  your  consultation  program  at  all  stages. 

You  should  seek  input  from  four  sources:  yourself;  the 
facilitator;  workshop  participants;  and  your  Communications 
Branch  Project  Co-ordinator. 

1.  You  and  your  facilitator 

As  soon  as  possible,  hold  a  de-briefing  session  with  your 
facilitator  and  any  other  Ministry  staff  who  attended. 
Share  your  views  about  how  the  day  went.  Review  how  you 
and  your  facilitator  worked  together.  Ask  yourselves  what 
lessons  you  learned.  Communicate  these  ideas  to  your 
colleagues  who  may  have  helped  you  plan  the  workshop, 
but  who  were  not  in  attendance. 

2.  Workshop  participants 

Build  evaluation  into  your  agenda.  Make  it  clear  to 
participants  that  you  want  their  comments. 

In  small  workshops,  have  your  facilitator  bring  the  day  to 
a  close  with  an  informal  discussion  on  what  went  well  and 
what  did  not  go  well  during  the  course  of  the  day.  Where 
appropriate,  ask  for  comments  on  specific  aspects  of  both 
the  planning  and  implementation  of  the  workshop. 

Your  facilitator  could  ask: 

"Can  we  spend  just  a  few  minutes  on  what  happened 
today?  Pm  interested  in  your  reactions.  Was  this  about 
the  right  number  of  people?  Did  you  receive  enough 
bacliground  material  prior  to  the  workshop?  What  can 
be  done  next  time  to  improve  a  workshop?'' 

In  addition,  prepare  a  comment  sheet  and  distribute  it  at 
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HOW  WELL  DID  YOU  DO? 


the  end  of  the  day.  The  comment  sheet  should  be  brief, 
with  "yes-no"  questions.  However,  some  room  should  be  left 
for  longer,  more  detailed  responses.  Use  Ministry  letterhead 
or  your  program's  logo  on  the  comment  sheet.  Include  a  full 
mailing  address  if  participants  can  mail  in  the  comment 
sheet,  although  it  is  preferable  to  have  people  complete  the 
sheet  before  leaving. 

Make  sure  that  you  convey  to  participants  how  you  plan  to 
use  their  comments,  and  be  sure  to  state  that  filling  out  the 
form  is  voluntary. 

You  could  say: 

"Before  you  go  home,  Vd  like  your  comments  on  the 
workshop.  Your  ideas  will  help  us  in  planning  future 
activities.  VU  distribute  this  brief  comment  sheet. 
There's  no  need  to  ^gn  your  name.  If  you'd  like 
to  speak  to  me  personally  as  well,  I'll  be  around 
for  awhile  after  we  conclude.  Thank  you. " 

Do  not  take  any  evaluation  comments  personally. 
Remember  that  negative  comments  are  not  necessarily 
a  sign  that  your  workshop  was  unsuccessful.  Try  to  look 
beyond  the  words  on  the  sheets.  Think  about  what  people 
are  really  saying  and  what  could  be  behind  their  comments. 
For  example,  people  may  be  critical  of  the  proposed  project, 
yet  appreciative  of  your  efforts  to  consult  with  them. 

This  handbook  contains  a  sample  comment  sheet.  Use  it 
as  a  model,  but  keep  in  mind  that  yours  should  reflect  the 
particular  circumstances  and  objectives  of  your  workshop. 

3.  Your  Communications  Branch  Project 
Co-ordinator 

Ask  your  Communications  Project  Co-ordinator  to  sit 
in  on  at  least  part  of  the  workshop  and  be  part  of  the 
de-briefing  exercise. 

Based  on  your  evaluation  from  these  sources,  make 
any  necessary  changes  in  your  consultation  program. 
Take  advantage  of  training  opportunities  to  improve 
your  consultation  and  program  management  skills. 
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Sample: 


Ontario 


Ministry  Ministere 

of  the  de 

Environment     I'Environnement 


WORKSHOP  COMMENT  SHEET 

Do  you  think  the  workshop: 
achieved  its  goal? 

Yes No 

helped  you  to  better  understand  the  issue? 

Yes No 

was  well  organized? 

Yes No 

gave  you  an  adequate  opportunity  to  express  your  views? 

Yes No 

facilitator  helped  the  group? 

Yes No 

Do  you  think  another  workshop  would  be  helpful? 


Do  you  have  any  other  comments? 


Thank  you  for  completing  this  Comment  Sheet, 
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